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Abstract 
The multiple intelligences (MI) theory emphasizes the multiple nature of our brain capacity. The purpose of this study was to 
examine Turkish primary teacher candidates’ conceptions of learning in light of the MI theory through metaphors. The 
participants included 87 seniors taking an elective course in the primary education program of Necmettin Erbakan University 
during the spring term of 2014. They were asked to complete the prompt “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to … 
because …” to write their learning images and send their compositions within a week to the researcher’s e-mail account. The 
findings are based on the content analysis of these compositions. Overall, 25 metaphorical images were identified and five 
themes were developed out of them. The five themes and their representative metaphors include the following: (1) the nature of 
MI (e.g., rainbow), (2) the functions of MI (e.g., eating healthy), (3) the coherence of MI (e.g., our body systems’ working 
together), (4) the characteristics of learning (e.g., growing plants) and (5) the attributes of learners (e.g., grafting a fruit tree). It 
can be argued that the metaphor generating activity helped teacher candidates transform their abstract information of the MI 
theory into more concrete knowledge. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center. 
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1. Introduction 
The Multiple Intelligences (MI) theory, which was postulated in 1983 by Howard Gardner in his seminal book of 
“Frames of Mind”, emphasizes the multiple nature of our brain capacity. Gardner (1993) defines intelligence as a 
person’s ability to solve problems or create products that are valued within one or more cultural settings. The eight 
multiple intelligences suggested by Gardner include the following (Armstrong, 2000): 
x Linguistic intelligence; the capacity of using words effectively, whether orally or in writing.  
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x Logical-mathematical intelligence; the capacity of using numbers effectively and reasoning well.  
x Spatial intelligence; the ability of perceiving the visual-spatial world accurately and performing transformations 
on those perceptions. 
x Bodily-kinesthetic intelligence; the capacity of using one’s own body to express ideas/feelings and produce 
things. 
x Musical intelligence; the capacity of perceiving, transforming or expressing musical forms.  
x Interpersonal intelligence; the ability of perceiving other people’s moods, intentions, and feelings.  
x Intrapersonal intelligence; self-knowledge and the ability of acting adaptively depending on that knowledge. 
x Naturalistic intelligence; expertise in the recognition and classification of the numerous species of an individual’s 
environment. 
The MI theory views all children as full of different potentials (Saban, 2002) and increases their awareness about 
the learning approaches that are most appropriate to them (Hopper & Hurry, 2000). It also offers educators a 
powerful instructional philosophy on what effective teaching and/or active learning might look like (Armstrong, 
2000). 
Since this paper examines conceptions of learning (in light of the MI theory) via teacher candidates’ metaphorical 
images, a brief definition of “metaphor” would help here. Metaphor explains a concept, a phenomenon or an event 
by connecting it to a different concept, phenomenon or event (Saban, Kocbeker-Eid & Saban, 2014). In this sense, 
metaphor allows one to see something as something else by making one’s mind shift from one way of understanding 
to another.  
As Quale (2002, p. 447) puts it: Metaphor “… is a descriptive analogy, serving to illuminate whatever 
phenomenon A is being considered, by drawing ‘lines of association’ to some other phenomenon B that we feel we 
have already understood. The qualification ‘already understood’ is essential here: the metaphor is asymmetric, in the 
sense that in the context of explaining A, the referent phenomenon B is assumed to be understood! Thus, some (not 
all) characteristics of B are used to explain some corresponding characteristics of A.”  
2. Purpose 
The purpose of the present study was to examine Turkish primary teacher candidates’ conceptions of learning in 
light of the MI theory through metaphors. Specifically, the following questions guided the study:  
1. What does learning mean in light of the MI theory? 
2. What kind of metaphors do Turkish primary teacher trainees use to represent learning? 
3. Method 
The participants included 87 seniors taking an elective course (“Applications of the MI Theory in Primary 
Education”) during the spring term of 2014 in the primary education (grades 1-4) program in Ahmet Kelesoğlu 
Education Faculty, at Necmettin Erbakan University, Turkey. They were asked to complete the prompt “Learning in 
light of the MI theory is similar to … because …” to write their MI theory related learning images and requested to 
send their compositions within a week to the researcher’s e-mail account. The findings are based on the content 
analysis of these received compositions. 
The data analysis process was carried out at three stages. Firstly, all the metaphorical images produced by the 
participants were arranged in alphabetical order and those that represented the participants’ opinions best were 
chosen as a “sample metaphorical image”. Secondly, each of the sample metaphorical images was analyzed in terms 
of its topic/subject, its source/vehicle and the features attributed from the source to the topic (Forceville, 2002). 
Thirdly, those metaphors with similar justifications were brought together to form a higher order theme or category.  
4. Results 
Overall, the participants provided 25 metaphorical images to reflect their conceptions of learning in light of the 
MI theory. Five themes were developed out of these metaphors. Table 1 presents the five themes and the 
metaphorical images representing them. 
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      Table 1. Themes and metaphorical images of learning in light of the MI theory 
Themes Metaphors (f)  
The nature of MI rainbow (9), seasons (2), crossroad (5), zoo (2) 
The functions of MI working as the council of ministers (4), using a multi charger to 
charge phones (2), eating healthy (7), putting a theatrical play on 
stage (2), making music with an orchestra (2) 
The coherence of MI our body systems’ collaboration (5), our body organs’ working 
together (6), putting together the pieces of a puzzle (3), the 
solidarity of the Smurfs (2), the dwarves’ cooperation (2) 
The characteristics of 
learning 
growing plants (4), playing in the Luna park (3), our body’s self-
defense or fighting against different viruses (2), the relationship 
between lock and key (4), painting with crayons of different 
colors (3) 
The attributes of learners grafting a fruit tree (6), a chameleon’s changing its color (2), 
bees’ making honey (4), putting on makeup (2), placing the 
punctuation marks in a text appropriately (2), interpreting a 
poem or an abstract picture (2) 
4.1. The nature of multiple intelligences 
This theme is represented with a total of 18 participants and four metaphors. Under this theme, participants 
discussed that intelligence is not formed from a single trait. Each person possesses a combination of different 
abilities related with different intelligence areas and the sum of these abilities reflects his or her whole mental 
potential. The MI theory requires people to use all of their talents (described in each of the eight intelligences) in 
order to survive and be successful in life. All people may have all of the eight multiple intelligences, but for a variety 
of reasons some of these intelligences are well-developed while others are not. According to their daily needs or 
responsibilities, people tend to use their well-developed intelligences more. Thus, we cannot expect from all the 
individuals to do the same thing at the same time because every human being has different intelligences that are 
special to his or her personality. 
The metaphorical images representing this theme are as in the following:  
x “The MI theory is similar to the rainbow because there is a distinct feature in every color of the rainbow. 
Depending on the angle of it, few colors such as yellow or blue are more apparent. Yet, the remaining colors 
such as red, green, purple or orange do not disappear, they simply remain in the background, and if we look at 
the sky, we see a unity of all colors. Accordingly, from the perspective of the MI theory, intelligence is not 
formed from a single trait. Each person possesses a combination of different abilities related with different 
intelligence areas and the sum of these abilities reflects his or her whole mental potential.” 
x “The MI theory is similar to seasons because every season has its own unique features. In order for the earth to 
continue in a certain order, all four seasons need to occur in the appropriate time. The natural balance of the 
world is disrupted if these seasons are not lived in the required period of time. For example, if it is summer only, 
especially old people with blood pressure may have difficulty in surviving. Hence, the MI theory requires people 
to use all of their talents in order to survive and be successful in life.” 
x “The MI theory is similar to a crossroad because all the intermediate roads leading to different places meet in the 
same intersection. People may use some roads very often as their main roads for work, home or school. Other 
roads may not be used as often as the main roads. Likewise, all people may have all of the eight multiple 
intelligences but for a variety of reasons, some of these intelligences are well-developed while others are not. 
According to their daily needs or responsibilities, people tend to use their well-developed intelligences more.” 
x “The MI theory is similar to a zoo because there are different types of animals at the zoo such as penguins, lions, 
birds, crocodiles, monkeys, pandas, elephants, etc. and the capacity of each creature depends on how successfully 
it behaves according to its nature. For instance, a lion is thought to be the king of the jungle, but what could it do 
under the sea? Likewise, we cannot expect from all the individuals to do the same thing at the same time because 
every human being has different intelligences that are special to his or her personality.” 
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4.2. The functions of multiple intelligences 
This theme is represented with a total of 17 participants and five metaphors. Under this theme, participants argued 
that each of the intelligence areas has different features and functions. A person can use his or her multiple 
intelligences simultaneously. The MI theory divides intelligence into eight separate areas that have to be used in a 
balanced manner. Using intelligence in one way potentially limits the development of the mind. Multiple 
intelligences tend to fulfill a different aspect of an individual’s mind. Although all the eight intelligence areas are 
composed of different traits, they constitute a person’s whole mind potential together and work in harmony to 
complete a task. 
The metaphorical images representing this theme are as in the following: 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to working as the council of ministers because it consists of the 
prime minister and ministries. The prime minister is the chairman of the board and represents the general 
intelligence while the eight intelligence areas refer to different ministries. Just as each of the ministries has 
different tasks and responsibilities, each of the intelligence areas has different features and functions.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to using a multi charger to charge phones. Every human being 
possesses all the eight multiple intelligences and he or she can use any one or more of the intelligences together 
at the same time. Likewise, a multi charger can charge each brand of phones. In this way, multiple phones can be 
charged simultaneously, just as a person can use his or her multiple intelligences simultaneously.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to eating healthy which means consuming proteins, carbohydrates, 
fats and vitamins in specific proportions on a regular basis. If one diets in only one way, his or her metabolism is 
harmfully affected. For example, taking carbohydrates more than the other nutrients leads to obesity and causes 
cardiovascular diseases. Likewise, the MI theory divides intelligence into eight separate areas that have to be 
used in a balanced manner. Using intelligence in one way potentially limits the development of the mind.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is like putting a theatrical play on stage because when a play is performed on 
stage, a performer could assume the role of a grim person while the other a compassionate. The same performer 
sometimes could be a Sultan, but at another time a slave. No matter which roles the performers take, they are all 
in the same play and try to transform the message of that play. Like the multiple roles in a theatrical play, 
multiple intelligences also tend to fulfill a different aspect of an individual’s mind.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to making music with an orchestra because just like an orchestra is 
formed by the combination of many different musical instruments; an individual’s mind potential is also created 
by the combination of different intelligence traits. Despite the fact that all the musical instruments have different 
properties, all of them are parts of a whole (orchestra) and act in harmony to produce a nice melody or a song. 
Likewise, although all the eight intelligence areas are composed of different traits, they constitute a person’s 
whole mind potential together and work in harmony to complete a task.” 
4.3. The coherence of multiple intelligences 
This theme is represented with a total of 18 participants and five metaphors. Under this theme, participants 
expressed that the MI theory requires eight different intelligences to work together because our intelligences are 
interconnected with and affected from each other. A combination of various intelligence areas works in harmony so 
that the whole potential of mind could be exposed. Multiple intelligences join their powers and act in solidarity when 
a person is confronted with a particular problem or situation. Learners also combine their own capabilities 
(intelligences) to accomplish a learning task.  
The metaphorical images representing this theme are as in the following: 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to our body systems’ collaboration. Our bodies have many different 
subsystems (such as nerve system, skeletal system, endocrine system, etc.) that act jointly. Although each of 
these subsystems acts separately to carry out a specific task, they all work together towards a common goal (e.g., 
living healthy). Similarly, the MI theory requires eight different intelligences to work together.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to our body organs’ working together because the duty of each 
organ in our body is different from each other. This is analogous to the role of all intelligences being different 
from each other. Just the way we use our hands to write, our eyes to see, our noses to smell and our feet to walk, 
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our multiple intelligences also have predominant tasks. Like our organs, our intelligences are also interconnected 
with and affected from each other.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is like putting together the pieces of a puzzle because all the pieces of a 
puzzle are interrelated. Pieces of a puzzle by themselves do not have a meaning; however, when they are 
combined, then the whole puzzle makes sense. Accordingly, a combination of various intelligence areas works in 
harmony so that the whole potential of mind could be exposed.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to the solidarity of the Smurfs because each Smurf living in the 
Smurf Village has different skills. Specifically, all Smurfs of the village are essential members of the community 
who literally join their forces and work cooperatively. More or less the kind of their assistance changes 
depending on the problem or situation they try to solve. Likewise, multiple intelligences also join their forces and 
act in solidarity when a person is confronted with a particular problem or situation.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to the dwarves’ cooperation as in the fairy tale of “Snow White and 
the Seven Dwarves”, who indeed have very different personalities. Multiple intelligences can be identified with 
the dwarves that are very different from each other, each of whom does a different job and yet each one remains 
incomplete without the other. As in the story, while one of the dwarves is collecting firewood, the others are 
cooking, sheltering, taking care of Snow White’s health, etc. Likewise, learners combine their own capabilities 
(intelligences) to accomplish a learning task.” 
4.4. The characteristics of learning 
This theme is represented with a total of 16 participants and five metaphors. Under this theme, participants 
maintained that multiple intelligences offer learners a variety of ways to learn. Each of the eight intelligences 
provides learners with different stimulating learning experiences. When different intelligences are not used in 
learning, the learning process is harmed. Learning is unique to every individual like his or her fingerprint; thus, no 
one can learn if his or her learning style is not compatible with his or her dominant intelligence area. No intelligence 
is superior to the other, but only different. Its importance varies according to the learning task a learner is engaged in 
and altogether the intelligence areas create a richness of learning experience. 
The metaphorical images representing this theme are as in the following: 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to growing plants, like a gardener’s use of various procedures to 
look after different types of plants. Each plant needs a separate care. While a plant needs sunlight, another likes 
shadow, the stream of water or mountains. Again, while a plant likes to grow in sandy soil, the other prefers a 
fertilized soil. All of them need the proper care, otherwise they may die. Likewise, multiple intelligences offer 
learners a variety of ways to learn.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to playing in a Luna Park because all the play activities in the Luna 
Park are different from each other, and they offer children different experiences. For example, it is very 
important to keep in balance in a palanquin. Similarly, each of the eight intelligences provides learners with 
different stimulating learning experiences.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to our body’s self-defense or fighting against different viruses. 
When our immune system gets weaker, viruses start threatening our organs and may cause a fatal disease. 
Accordingly, when different intelligences are not used in learning, the learning process is harmed.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to the relationship between lock and key because if the grinds of the 
key are congruent with the lock, the lock opens; otherwise the key would not work. No key opens or locks a door 
if it does not match with the lock. Similarly, learning is unique to every individual like his or her fingerprint; 
thus, no one can learn if his or her learning style is not compatible with his or her dominant intelligence area.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to painting with crayons of different colors because none of the 
crayons is superior to the other, but only different. Their importance varies according to the location used and 
they together create a richness of color. Similarly, no intelligence is superior to the other, but only different. 
Their importance varies according to the learning task a learner is engaged in and the intelligence areas together 
create a richness of learning experience.” 
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4.5. The attributes of learners 
This theme is represented with a total of 18 participants and six metaphors. Under this theme, participants stated 
that learners have the potential of developing their intelligences in more than one area. More or less a learner 
possesses all the eight intelligences, and one or more of them are put into action when needed. Learners fulfill their 
potentials by taking the advantages of different intelligences instead of using a single intelligence. A learner 
develops his or her full potential when he or she learns how to use all of his or her intelligences effectively. Learners 
learn in multiple ways that match with their different intelligences. Since learners possess different combinations of 
intelligence areas, they also apply different combinations of learning strategies. 
The metaphorical images representing this theme are as in the following: 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to grafting a fruit tree. Fruit trees are specific to only one type of 
fruit, but when they are grafted they are capable of providing more than one type of fruit. Grafting brings out the 
potential of trees to provide multiple fruits. Just as a tree has the potential of providing multiple fruits, learners 
also have the potential of developing their intelligences in more than one area.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to a chameleon’s changing its color. A chameleon is given the 
ability to transform into different colors by its creation, allowing it to adapt to different environments and protect 
itself. Like a chameleon’s colors, more or less a learner also possesses all the eight intelligences, and one or more 
of them are put into action when needed.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to bees’ making honey because when bees make honey they do not 
benefit from a single flower. Bees take pollens from different flowers out of which a unique honey comes with a 
combination of different tastes. Similarly, learners fulfill their potentials by taking the advantages of different 
intelligences instead of using a single intelligence.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to putting on makeup because while one woman’s favorite makeup 
is a lipstick, the other’s is a foundation. When using cosmetics separately they can only make locational effects, 
but when they are used altogether their affect is on the entire face, leaving a nice look. How a woman learns to 
use all the makeup materials consistent with her manner in order to get a beautiful appearance, a learner also 
develops his or her full potential when he or she learns how to use all of his or her intelligences effectively.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to placing the punctuation marks in a text appropriately because 
each punctuation mark has an important role in the text and none of them has superiority over the other. If we do 
not locate the punctuation marks appropriately, our text will be vague and confusing; but if we locate them 
correctly, the ambiguity will be avoided. Just like each punctuation mark is essential by itself and has a different 
role in the text, learners learn in multiple ways that match with their different intelligences.” 
x “Learning in light of the MI theory is similar to interpreting a poem or an abstract picture because everyone 
acquires different meanings from different poems/pictures. Thus, just as we cannot differentiate people as clever 
or not clever just by looking at their dominant intelligence areas, we also cannot differentiate learners as 
successful or not successful just by looking at their learning approaches. Because learners possess different 
combinations of intelligence areas, they also apply different combinations of learning strategies.” 
5. Conclusion 
Through the metaphor generation activity, the participating teacher candidates explored various aspects of the MI 
theory and learning in light of it. Each of the metaphorical images provided in the study emphasizes one or more 
important characteristics of the MI theory. For instance, the understanding of “each person possesses capabilities in 
all eight intelligences that function together in ways unique to him or her” (Armstrong, 2000) is well represented by 
the metaphorical images of “rainbow”, “putting together the pieces of a puzzle”, “the relationship between lock and 
key”, etc. 
Accordingly, it can be argued that the metaphors of the participating teacher candidates helped them to transform 
their abstract information of the MI theory into more concrete knowledge. Through the metaphor generating activity, 
teacher candidates had an opportunity to be aware of their own perceptions of learning in light of the MI theory and 
share them with others. By means of metaphor production, participants were able to internalize abstract information 
and develop a personal understanding of the MI theory. This is crucial because if prospective teachers can make a 
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personal connection with the ideas of various learning theories, they are also more likely to apply them in their 
future teaching. 
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